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Martin Luther King Day Declared  

a Federal Holiday 
 

Civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. was a man who held America to its highest ideals of 

liberty and justice for all. After King was assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee, on April 4, 
1968, many people felt that he should be honored in some way at the national level. In 

1969, African American representative John Conyers (1929– ) introduced a bill in Congress 
to honor King with a public holiday on his birthday, January 15. It received little support, but 

Conyers persisted, introducing the bill in each subsequent Congress. Opponents of estab-
lishing a holiday to honor King said that a paid holiday would be costly. Federal and state 
employees would have the day off and be paid for it, but no work would be done. 

When Ronald Reagan became president in 1981, he at first opposed the creation of a King 
holiday. But support continued to build in Congress. Democrats from Southern states, where 

there were many black voters, did not want to damage their electoral prospects by offending 
such a large group. By 1982, almost all Democrats and most Republicans were in favor of 
establishing the holiday. The measure passed the House easily, and President Reagan indi-

cated that he was ready to drop his opposition and sign the bill. But in the Senate, the bill 
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faced fierce opposition from one member in particular. This was Senator Jesse Helms (1921–

2008), a Republican from South Carolina. Helms did everything he could to block the bill. He 
launched a filibuster, meaning that he used extreme tactics to delay or prevent action in the 

Senate. In a speech in the Senate, he claimed that King was unworthy of the honor, saying 
that the civil rights leader had links to the Communist Party. This prompted a dramatic sce-

ne. New York Democrat Daniel Patrick Moynihan (1927–2003) threw a copy of Helms’s 
charges to the floor and denounced Helms’s accusations as disgraceful. Helms even angered 
his fellow Republicans with his objections to the bill. 

In spite of Helms’s opposition, the bill passed the Senate on a 78–22 vote. President Reagan 
signed it into law on November 2, 1983. The bill designated the third Monday in January a 

public holiday. Martin Luther King Jr. Day was first observed as a holiday in 1986 by twenty-
seven states and the District of Columbia. There was still a lot of opposition to it. Some peo-
ple objected to it because King was a private citizen, not a public servant like the U.S. presi-

dents who are honored on Presidents’ Day. In some states, the holiday was combined with 
an existing holiday. However, by 2000, fourteen years after Martin Luther King Jr. Day was 

first observed, every state in the nation officially celebrated the holiday. 
 
("Martin Luther King Day Declared a Federal Holiday." African American 

Eras: Contemporary Times. Vol. 3: Government and Politics, Health and Medicine, Law 
and Justice. Detroit: U*X*L, 2010. 419-420. Gale Virtual Reference Library.) 

 

National Holiday 

 
Celebrated annually on the third Monday in January, the first official national holiday in honor 
of an African American. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., civil rights leader and Nobel Peace Prize 
winner, along with Christopher Columbus, Abraham Lincoln, and George Washington, holds 

the distinction of a national holiday in his honor. 
The most popular leader of the civil rights movement, Martin Luther King Jr. was effective in 

inspiring millions of Americans, both black and white, to press for equal rights for African 
Americans. During his lifetime, King was revered as an icon for his efforts, and reverence for 
him increased after his assassination in 1968. King's work on the behalf of all Americans be-

came the standard by which other forms of activism are measured. 
The Martin Luther King Jr. Federal Holiday Commission planned activities for the first official 

year of the holiday, including concerts, church services, and parades that took place in Atlan-
ta, New York, and Washington, D.C. While federal offices were closed for the holiday, fewer 
than 20 percent of private employers observed the holiday, and for the next several years, 

states would argue against a Martin Luther King Jr. holiday. Finally, in 1993, all fifty states 
celebrated the holiday. Arizona and New Hampshire were the last to join in the observance. 

Celebrations for the holiday include not only parades and musical events all over the United 
States but also efforts by many Americans to inspire hope in all individuals by volunteering 
at community centers and churches. Serving one's community is seen as a way to create op-

portunities for the generations to come, and doing so celebrates the legacy of Dr. King. In 
the words of Mrs. King, 

We commemorate Dr. King's inspiring words because his voice and his vision filled a 
great void in our nation, and answered our collective longing to become a country that 
truly lived by its noblest principles. Yet, Dr. King knew that it wasn't enough just to 

talk the talk, that he had to walk the walk for his words to be credible. And so we 
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commemorate on this holiday the man of action, who put his life on the line for free-

dom and justice every day, the man who braved threats and jail and beatings and who 
ultimately paid the highest price to make democracy a reality for all Americans. 

 
("King, Martin Luther, Jr., National Holiday." Encyclopedia of African American Society. 

Ed. Gerald D. Jaynes. Vol. 1. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Reference, 2005. 488-
489. Gale Virtual Reference Library.) 

 

King Day 
 

King was assassinated on April 4, 1968; four days later Democratic representative John Co-

nyers of Michigan introduced a bill in Congress to designate King's January 15 birthday as a 

national holiday. It was not, however, until fifteen years later that the date was officially rec-

ognized as a holiday. In 1983 it became the first new federal holiday since the designation of 

Memorial Day in 1948. 

After Conyers' bill failed to pass in 1968, various attempts were made on the national, state, 

and local levels to recognize King's legacy. Ralph Abernathy, who succeeded King as the 

head of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), called for King's birthday to 

be recognized as a national holiday in January, 1969. That same year the SCLC announced 

its plan to begin a petition drive in support of a King holiday. The following year it submitted 

about six million signatures—including those of such notables as New York governor Nelson 

A. Rockefeller—to Congress. A bill to make King's birthday a holiday in Georgia, his home 

state, was introduced in the Georgia legislature; however, its failure allowed California to be-

come the first state officially to create a King holiday in 1970. Meanwhile, a Long Island, New 

York, school district—whose population was predominately affluent and white—was the tar-

get of boycott until its school board publicly expressed its support for a national King holiday. 

This step-by-step approach indicates the significant divisions between supporters and oppo-

nents of a King holiday. 

 

 
Arguments Against Passage 

 
Three principal lines of argument were raised against creating a national King holiday. Some 

people charged that it would be too costly to the federal government; others asked why King 

deserved special treatment any more than other notable Americans, such as Thomas Jeffer-

son, who had not been so honored; and some people charged that King was a "communist" 

and a troublemaker. 

The cost argument against recognizing King's birthday did not have the racist overtones of 

the other arguments. Early estimates placed the cost of lost services of federal employees at 

eighteen million dollars. The combined public and private cost of lost services resulting from 

a new federal holiday was placed as high as eight billion dollars. During a period of economic 
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recession and uncertainty many legislators believed that the economies of neither individual 

states nor the nation as a whole could afford the burden of an additional public holiday. After 

an Arizona referendum voted down creating a state holiday in honor of King, voters cited the 

cost argument as the primary reason for their decision. 

Southern states were reluctant to support any attempt—local, state, or national—to create a 

holiday for King. Residents of those states often cited the lack of holidays for other promi-

nent Americans as a justification for not making a King holiday. Residents of many states al-

so saw no need to celebrate the birthday of a person from a state other than their own. In an 

attempt to lessen the impact of a King holiday, some states—such as Virginia—chose to link 

celebration of King's birthday to an existing state holiday honoring, ironically, Confederate 

heroes Robert E. Lee and Thomas J. "Stonewall" Jackson. 

The charge that King had been a communist was expressed by Republican senator Jesse 

Helms of North Carolina. Helms's charge that King's close adviser Stanley Levison was an ac-

tive member of the Communist Party of the United States of America (CPUSA) was partly 

true. Levison had belonged to the CPUSA, but he renounced his membership. Helms also ar-

gued that because King's politics arose from a radical Marxist tradition, he was unworthy of a 

national holiday in his honor. Finally, Helms charged that King had led an immoral private 

life. J. Edgar Hoover, the director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), had main-

tained electronic surveillance of King and his advisers through wiretaps and bugs. Personal 

information gained from this surveillance was passed to Vice President Spiro T. Agnew and 

key anti-King members of Congress to combat the growing momentum for a King holiday. 
 

 

Arguments Favoring Passage 

 
Many proponents of creating a King holiday advocated finding an alternative to making it a 

paid holiday, such as by adding a school day to compensate for the day that a new holiday 

would lose. Many supporters argued in favor of the holiday by emphasizing King's signifi-

cance as a positive symbol for America because of his work in combating racism, poverty, 

and violence, while seeking justice for all Americans. In contrast to Helms's position, sup-

porters emphasized King's unique qualities as a positive role model. His dedication to nonvio-

lence as the only practical means to alter the racial division within the United States was, 

perhaps, the most courageous attribute King demonstrated in the face of racial hatred. 

 

(Moulton, Paul Chandler. "King Day." Encyclopedia of Civil Rights in America. Ed. David 

Bradley and Shelley Fisher Fishkin. Vol. 2. Armonk, NY: Sharpe Reference, 1998. 507-

508. Gale Virtual Reference Library.) 

 


